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This paper presents an overview of the formal institutional arrangements for natural 
resource management (NRM) in the Lake Eyre Basin (LEB) and the role of these 
arrangements as an enabling environment for community engagement in NRM.  The 
appropriate scale of NRM management and the complexity and expense of effective 
community engagement is discussed.  The paper highlights challenges faced by 
NRM groups in remote regions and their need for proper support and sharing in 
significant decision making processes.  Regional interface groups are presented as 
relatively recent experiments in ecological intervention that have operated in a 
rapidly changing policy environment.  The paper concludes with a summary of 
potential key challenges for NRM in the LEB region and suggests that interface 
organisations require understanding, capacity and support to utilise their investments 
and program activities to learn about how to improve and adapt to meet the 
challenges of their operating environment.  
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INTRODUCTION  
Over the last two decades, the Australian Government, in association with state and 
territory governments, has been involved in facilitating the delivery of improved 
natural resources management (NRM) across Australia.  One of the first 
comprehensive NRM initiatives was the start of the National Landcare Program in 
1992 (Marriott et al., 2000), followed by the instatement of the National Heritage 
Trust and resulting NRM boards and organisations from 1997 (Larson, 2009).  By 
their very nature, regional NRM organisations are at the interface between, on the 
one hand the resident communities of their respective regions, and on the other the 
Australian and state government policy arenas that give them their mandate to act 
(Measham et al., 2009a).  Thus, community engagement is crucial for the success of 
those organisations.  The importance of fostering and harnessing community 
engagement has been identified not only as a key dimension of regional NRM in 
general, but also as crucial to building a prosperous future for rural and remote 
regions of Australia (Fenton, 2004; McDonald et al., 2005; Measham et al., 2009a; 
Rogers, 2005; Smith et al., 2005). 
This paper investigates how the engagement in NRM plays in the specific 
context of a remote region of Australia, and thus concentrates on a case study in the 
Lake Eyre Basin geographic area.  The Lake Eyre Basin (LEB) is situated in central 
Australia and spans the borders of South Australia, New South Wales, Queensland 
and the Northern Territory.  At approximately 1.2 million square kilometres, it covers 
around one-sixth of the Australian landmass and is among the world’s largest 
internally draining river systems.  In addition to being a unique ecological 
environment, the LEB is also a special social environment, with a sparse population 
of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people (Measham et al., 2009a).  
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The paper is based on a review of the secondary information, as well as the 
results from the People, Communities and Economies of the Lake Eyre Basin study 
(Measham et al., 2009a) for which the original review was undertaken.  Two types of 
reviews were conducted.  A review of the national and state legislative instruments 
and operational documents that relate to the natural resources management (NRM) 
was conducted first, followed by a review of the operational documents developed by 
each relevant NRM body in the Lake Eyre Basin region.  These include NRM 
regional plans, annual reports, investment strategies and other relevant documents 
available (Larson, 2009).   
The paper first discusses wider international and Australian literature relevant 
to the subject of institutional arrangements for engagement in NRM.  Formal 
arrangements of the NRM organisations operating in the Lake Eyre Basin are then 
presented.  The paper concludes with a discussion about the common threads and 
some thoughts on establishing community engagement as an integral part of NRM in 
remote regions, given their specific biophysical, socioeconomic and institutional 
characteristics.  
NRM AND ENGAGEMENT IN THE LITERATURE  
A few themes relevant to engagement in NRM, identified in the literature, are 
presented in this section in order to open and frame the discussion proposed in this 
paper, that is, the ability of the NRM arrangements in the LEB to provide an enabling 
environment for engagement of stakeholders in NRM processes.  Regionalisation, 
stakeholders and their capacity, economisation of nature and volunteerism and the 
role of local knowledge are discussed as pertinent to the case study analyses.     
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Regionalisation  
The focus of management of natural resources in Australia has progressively shifted 
to the regional scale.  Changes in natural resource management in Australia are in 
line with a wider international movement for decentralisation and devolution of a 
range of national responsibilities, including environmental and resources 
management (Wondolleck and Yaffee, 2000; Agrawal and Gibson, 1999; Ribot, 
2002; Friedmann, 1998).  
Three key arguments have been put forward in the support of the shift of 
natural resources management responsibilities in Australia to the regional level.   
First, regional scale is seen as a scale capable of dealing with both unique local as 
well as wider national ecological problems and priorities.  Region is also perceived 
as being at the right scale for translating national policy into local context and vice-
versa.  Last but not least, there are perceived benefits from economies of scale for 
administration, financial assistance and information management at this level 
(Australian Government, 2002; Farelly, 2005). 
One key argument for the regionalisation of the natural resources 
management is that scaling environmental management to a regional level allows 
management efforts to focus on an ecologically contiguous geographic unit (for 
example, Australian Government, 2002).  The ecological geographic units are 
typically defined as river basins or catchments but can also be defined on the basis 
of climatic and rainfall gradients, landscape features or dominant ecosystems.   
Boundaries of the ecological geographic units, however defined, rarely coincide with 
the previously existing administrative units such as state or local government 
boundaries (Herr, 2007).  Ecological geographic units do not necessarily define 
existing social or economic catchments either.  The scaling down of environmental 
  3Institutional Arrangements for the Community Engagement in the Natural Resources Management: 
Case Study of the Lake Eyre Basin 
management to regional levels has thus resulted in the creation of a new set of 
institutions, rather than in the incorporation of environmental management tasks into 
existing institutions (Farrelly, 2005).  Indeed, a discussion paper on the future of the 
NRM bodies in Queensland suggests a need for a stronger role for local government 
in NRM (Queensland Government, 2005).  
There is no single “right” scale for management, Lane and colleagues (2005) 
argue, and the effectiveness of local and regional efforts will depend heavily on the 
practices of higher levels of government.  Indeed, Lane et al. (2005) further argue 
that regionalisation, or “civic regionalism” as they call it, is supposed to result in 
“decentralisation of authority and resources for environmental management to 
regionally organised citizen boards or statutory committees” (Lane et al., 2005, p11).  
In the meantime, environmental management remains institutionally 
separated from the management of social, civic and economic aspects of the region.  
In support of regional-level arrangements, Borowski et al. (2008) argue that, 
although it is difficult to fully exclude spatial misfits in a multi-scale, multi-level 
settings of modern natural resources management based on catchments, 
catchment-scale institutions or actors that link parallel structures are essential for 
promoting and encouraging learning between all actors in the region.  Although 
current catchment-based NRM arrangements in Australia do indeed provide a 
platform for multi-actor multi-agency dialogues, they are state based and thus cease 
at the catchment state boundary.  This is an important consideration for 
transboundary catchments such as those in the Lake Eyre Basin or the Great 
Artesian Basin (Larson, 2006).  
Regional scale is also seen as being “half-way” between “bottom-up” and 
“top-down” in a policy process context (Farrelly, 2005), thus allowing for translation 
4 S. Larson and L. Brake 
of national policy into local context, and, furthermore, providing “hubs” for 
collaboration among local players.  It is also perceived as a right scale for the 
transfer of resources, assets and powers (Ribot, 2002).  In a polycentric system of 
governance, place-based community groups are provided with an option to 
collaborate at the next-level up (regional level) and thus be more strategic and more 
influential at the national level (Ostrom, 1987; Ostrom et al., 1993).  McGinnis (1999) 
argues that self-governance at the local level is sustainable only in the context of a 
supportive political and cultural environment at the constitutional level, facilitated by 
a nesting, polycentric networks of interacting organisations. 
However, while management of natural resources in Australia has shifted to 
the regional level, ownership of natural resources is maintained at the state level with 
Federal Government remaining a key funding source (Larson, 2009).  This spatial 
discrepancy of institutions responsible for management versus those “in charge” of 
the resource and funding might create negative impacts on NRM in Australia in 
future.  In his work, Ribot (2002) analysed international examples where insufficient 
resources and authority for managing natural resources were devolved and found 
that under such arrangements civic regionalism is likely to fail to deliver because 
regional bodies are unable to fulfil their mandate.  In the Australian context, Lane 
and colleagues (2005) argued that NRM processes in South Australia do not really 
represent decentralisation as resource ownership and powers are not transferred to 
the lower (regional) levels of authority or non-state associations but rather are 
maintained by state and minister.  Similarly, in Queensland and Northern Territory, 
the Joint Steering Committees (and now its administrative replacement) retain a 
controlling role (Larson, 2009).  This might have particular importance in remote 
sparsely populated regions such as LEB where biophysical and socioeconomic 
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characteristics of the region often require place-specific solutions that are not 
acknowledged and supported by state-wide or national decisions (Measham et al., 
2009a).  The current arrangement therefore represents more of an “administrative 
decentralisation”, where only administration but not real power is reconcentrated 
(Lane et al., 2004, 2005).  Delegating substantial, even intractable, problems to 
citizen boards, some critics argue, is essentially an exercise of ‘passing the buck’ 
(Paton et al., 2005).  This situation is exacerbated when passing of management 
responsibilities is not accompanied by the passing on of matching rights and 
sufficient resources.  
Stakeholders and their Capacity Limits  
Having planning provisions for the citizens of the region to be engaged in policy 
development and implementation does not ensure that the envisaged direct 
engagement will actually occur in practice.  For direct community engagement to 
function effectively, regional NRM boards and groups need to function as interface 
organisations: on the one hand, they need to interface with state and federal 
decision makers and be truly involved in the development and delivery of policy; and, 
on the other hand, they need to interface with the regional community and its leaders 
and opinion makers, to build their trust, understanding and capacity in order to 
ensure their involvement.  
Case study analyses in Australia indicate that the engagement between NRM 
boards and on-ground stakeholders appears to be receiving most of the attention, 
while engagement of boards with other key players, such as sectoral organisations 
and agencies and large commercial entities, does not appear to receive enough 
attention, if any at all (Measham et al., 2009b).  Furthermore, much of the literature 
in Australia focuses on farmers’ participation only, and does not even include other 
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on-ground stakeholders such as town residents, business owners, Indigenous 
peoples, and those involved in other land uses (Broderick, 2005).  Dependency on a 
small number of community “champions” to drive significant amount of overall 
community engagement effort in the remote regions has also been identified in the 
literature.  Recognising and supporting these people is crucial to successful 
engagement, Measham and colleagues argue (2009b), as lack of resourcing or 
recognition of work of such ‘community champions’ might result in emotional fatigue 
and “burnout”. 
Deliberately engaging citizens in planning and policy making is a difficult and 
complex task, and developing the capability of newly created citizen boards is 
essential yet complex and expensive (Lane et al., 2005).  Limited funding, vague 
guidelines and prescriptive information have been identified as key frustration points 
for regional groups in South Australia (Farrelly, 2005).  The need to be appropriately 
resourced and the importance of finding the right people to lead the process are also 
highlighted by Farrelly (2005).  She points that regional “hubs” have direct 
responsibility to ensure that their linkages with the sub-regional and local community 
groups are optimal.  Given the vast areas covered by interface agencies in the Lake 
Eyre Basin, local NRM groups become crucial for actual functioning of the process 
(DCQ, 2004a).  Development of capacity of both agencies and communities, 
including financial support and availability, are therefore essential to enable effective 
engagement in both planning and implementation (Larson, 2006).  A discussion 
paper developed in Queensland suggests that regional body boards and staff need 
to build their capabilities not only in governance, but also in ecological knowledge 
and technical skills (Queensland Government, 2005). 
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If NRM interface groups are to engineer effective community engagement as 
part of implementation of policy and programs, they require adequate resources and 
time as well as the knowledge and skills to identify and engage people with capacity 
to make the required contributions.  A very considered, deliberate, and well 
resourced approach is required.  Interface groups commonly operate in a tightly 
controlled operating environment with very limited resources.  In such an operating 
environment it is essential that they carefully:  
•  establish the contribution that will be required from the community in order for 
the goals of particular programs to be achieved within the resources that are 
available 
•  identify individuals and groups that have or could reasonably develop the 
capacity to contribute to achieving desired outcomes 
•  learn what these groups and individuals expect in return for their contribution 
•  negotiate mutually beneficial agreements to initiate engagement, and  
•  monitor to learn how effective their engagement is and adapt to changing 
circumstances to sustain participation. 
People choose to participate because they feel the return that they get from 
their commitment justifies the contribution that they are asked to make.  This return 
may be measured in terms of such things as personal satisfaction, support from 
peers, improved business outcomes, or economic gain.  Decisions about becoming 
involved are most often made on the basis of personal perceptions and expectations 
of outcomes and sustained by how those expectations balance against the realities 
of their participation (Larson and Williams, 2009).  Reasons for disengagement are 
complex and can involve factors including competing interests, changing lifestyle, or 
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economic or personal circumstances (Aslin and Brown, 2004).  Larson and Williams 
(2009) suggest that by actively monitoring the engagement process groups can learn 
to adapt to changing circumstances thus minimising disengagement from key 
people.   
Community contributions might range from something as simple as granting 
access to the property so that works can be undertaken, to more involved and 
sustained contributions such as active participation in on-ground works requiring the 
participant to invest both time and money.  Some commitments may require 
businesses to change long standing practices to reduce impacts on natural 
resources.  Straightforward commitments such as access to land may require no 
more than a single visit or attendance at a meeting, while those that require people 
to invest time and money or change long established practices often require skilled 
negotiations and information sharing throughout the life of the program.  
Economisation of Nature and Volunteerism  
In many cases, the ultimate goal of the NRM interface organisation in relation to the 
stakeholder engagement is to establish and sustain change in the pattern and 
practice of stakeholders’ use of the natural resource(s).  The change is often 
expected to occur voluntarily, as a result of stakeholders changed perception of the 
system (i.e. “best management practice” type approaches).  On other occasions, the 
stakeholder is provided financial stimulation to precipitate the change.  In either 
case, establishing and sustaining stakeholder contributions may have implications 
that go well beyond obvious economic implications, and create change in local 
cultures, beliefs and lifestyles.   
An important consideration of the choice of mechanism for change is growing 
reliance on financial stimulants as agents of change.  Resulting “economization” or 
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“privatization” of nature appears to be an important shift in NRM in recent decades 
(Escobar, 1995; Goldman, 1998; Katz, 1998; O’Connor, 1994).  In Australia, this 
trend is evident in shifts in wording from phrases such as “Landcare” to “natural 
resources management” or from “ecological sustainability” to “ecosystem services” 
(Larson, 2009).  The words “resources”
3 and “services”
4 have well defined, 
fundamentally economic meanings.  Longer term use of such wording creates a 
potential to reduce the perception of nature to that of an economic commodity.  Use 
of market-based instruments and monetary incentives to manage the nature-
commodity is then a logical next step (Larson, 2009).  However, the Australian 
Landcare Council estimates that the contribution of volunteers to the NRM and 
related projects is worth more then three times the contribution provided through 
formal investor funding (Keogh et al., 2006).  Due to increasing reliance on 
volunteers to carry out tasks such as monitoring and restoration, it is important to 
support rather than abuse volunteers to maintain a sustainable level of effort which 
matches volunteer motivations (Measham and Barnett, 2007).   
Yelland and Brake (2004) caution about the existing expectation for people 
living in remote areas to donate an inordinate amount of their capacity to maintain 
civil society, with little recompense or acknowledgment.  In remote, sparsely 
populated areas community engagement has a much broader meaning.  In areas 
where people, in order to operate their own businesses, need to build and maintain 
essential infrastructure, provide resources to support essential services as well as 
provide support for social infrastructure, it is often difficult to differentiate between 
 
3 Resource: Wealth, supplies or goods that a country can use (Oxford Dictionary); Wealth of the 
country or means of producing a wealth (Macmillan Dictionary). 
4 Services: Benefit, use, advantage (Oxford Dictionary); Useful economic activity other then 
production of goods (Macmillan Dictionary).  
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work, leisure and volunteer activities.  It is thus especially important that the vital role 
of volunteers in these regional NRM areas is recognised and supported (Larson, 
2009).  
However, current funding initiatives such as Caring for Our Country 
emphasise transparent investment based on structured business cycles to achieve 
the best on-ground outcomes for dollars invested.  Often the best way to achieve a 
particular outcome is to simply pay the going rate to groups with the capacity to do 
the work required.  Payment for services or offset of labour for the economic value of 
outcomes introduces a different dynamic into community engagement.  Perceptions 
about the economics of nature and the role of investments in achieving on-ground 
outcomes may affect peoples’ willingness to become engaged.  As more commercial 
contracts and processes are negotiated to undertake NRM, people are likely to make 
judgements based on economic gain or the economic value of their contribution 
rather than social or environmental benefits that may accrue.  This becomes even 
more of a problem in programs where some people are paid or compensated, and 
others are not.  Basing NRM initiatives mainly on monetary incentives can, in the 
long term, significantly undermine community engagement processes, such as 
collective learning, change of attitudes or promotion of best management practices 
amongst resource users.  
Regional Conditions and Local Knowledge  
In a study of water management arrangements in remote Australia, Larson (2006) 
cautions that the specifics of the local conditions need to be better taken into account 
when planning for natural resources in remote regions.  She emphasises the need 
for development of an engagement process where information disclosure and 
consultation mechanisms are tailored to meet the unique conditions of the Australian 
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Outback.  The “desert syndrome” concept developed by Stafford Smith (2008) 
proposes that remote dryland regions of Australia share a set of common 
characteristics that distinguish them from other regions in Australia.  He argues that 
variability, extremes and unpredictability of the climate, at various scales in space 
and time, result in low and variable primary productivity.  The variability of climate 
and scarcity of resources also result in a sparse, mobile and patchy human 
population.  The low critical population mass in turn creates three main flow-on 
effects.  First, low population numbers have no capacity to create significant local 
economic, political or cultural centres, thus resulting in distant markets and decision-
making centres.  Second, such regions typically attract little scientific and research 
effort, however, they do tend to retain more traditional knowledge and culture and 
create more locally-relevant innovation.  Given the scale of the regions and effort 
required to maintain business networks or landscape management in such 
conditions, local knowledge assumes particular significance.  The importance of local 
knowledge has been identified and discussed by several authors (Farrelly, 2005; 
Lane, 2005; Larson, 2006).  Last but not least, Stafford Smith (2008) proposes that 
such regions tend to drive the evolution of particular social arrangements and attract 
particular types of people.  He hypothesises that the above drivers are casually 
linked in deserts in ways that are different to other environments, and thus proposes 
them as “desert drivers”.  
The amount and quality of information available for planning and decision 
making processes differs significantly between regions (Larson, 2006).  In the case 
of expansive regional and remote areas, only limited knowledge and data-sets might 
be available and considerable uncertainties remain.  And it is not only scientific 
understanding of the physical and biological processes that is limited: data on 
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cultural and societal processes, and the social and ecological values people place on 
natural resources, is also limited in remote regions (Larson and Alexandridis, 2009).  
Therefore, the application of the “precautionary principle” and greater integration of 
local knowledge into the overall knowledge systems appear to be prudent actions to 
take.  Understanding of goals and knowledge of local resource users would allow for 
a better linkage of local knowledge and science with policy-making, and would not 
only aid in the development of more acceptable policy actions but also in the 
development of robust monitoring programs for remote regions (Larson and 
Williams, 2009). 
NRM ARRANGEMENTS AND ENGAGEMENT IN AUSTRALIA 
Formal institutional arrangements have been recognised as an important aspect of 
NRM, in particular through their ability to manage information (Yohe and Tol, 2002), 
reduce impacts of risks (Smit et al., 2000) and build adaptive capacity (Lemos et al., 
2007).  This section will thus provide some background on the development of the 
formal institutions for NRM in Australia, and will particularly discuss their provisions 
for formal engagement.  Specifics of the NRM organisations and engagement in the 
Lake Eyre Basin region will be presented in the next section. 
Over the last two decades, the Federal Government in association with state 
and territory governments has been involved in facilitating the delivery of improved 
natural resources management (NRM) across Australia.  One of the first 
comprehensive NRM initiatives in Australia was the emergence of the Landcare 
program in the 1980s (Commonwealth of Australia, 1989) and the start of the 
National Landcare Program in 1992.  The Landcare programs were aimed at 
promoting better environmental management by facilitating and funding locally-
based community groups to undertake a range of environmental and land 
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management projects (Marriott et al., 2000).  Landcare incorporated an extension 
approach to win hearts and minds of the community as a central theme in order to 
initiate engagement and develop capacity.  With the passing of the Natural Heritage 
Trust (NHT) Act in 1997, concepts and activities related to engaging local groups to 
achieve NRM on-ground outcomes were further formalised. NHT programs were 
built on the decade of Landcare experience in an attempt to address some of the 
more intractable problems in managing natural resources.  A series of programs, 
such as the National Weeds Program, National Oceans Policy programs, 
Waterwatch etc., were undertaken between 1996 and 2002 to the tune of $1.2 billion 
(Marriott et al., 2000).  These NHT programs are often referred to as Phase 1 or 
NHT1 programs.  The activities undertaken under Landcare and related programs 
and the NHT1 programs emphasised capacity building to involve local communities 
in projects that would both improve the biophysical state of the land, and change 
resource management practices to achieve long-term improvement in NRM.   
However, they were criticised for their focus on local areas and issues and a lack of 
a more strategic, broader scale approach needed to address more complex NRM 
issues (Australian Government, 2002). 
The enlargement of the focus from local scale to regional scale was taken into 
account in the National Action Plan for Salinity and Water Quality (NAP) developed 
in 2000.  The NAP identified fifty-six relevant regions, covering all of Australia (Herr 
et al., 2009).  The second stage of the Natural Heritage Trust investments, often 
referred to as “NHT2”, acknowledged the lessons learnt from the NHT1 and stated 
that “there will be a fundamental shift in the Trust towards more strategic investment” 
(Australian Government, 2002, p1).  NHT2 introduced a service delivery model 
focused on fifty-six NRM regions supported by a joint partnership of commonwealth 
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and states and territories governments.  The partnership consisted of shared funding 
and administrative arrangements controlled by ‘joint steering committees’ in each 
jurisdiction to support the operation of regional groups and program delivery 
(Australian Government, 2008b).  The three overarching objectives for the second 
round of funding (NHT2) running for five years from 2003 to 2007 were identified as: 
biodiversity conservation; sustainable use of natural resources; and community 
capacity building and institutional change.  The program emphasised the need for 
regional groups to develop processes that effectively engage with regional interests 
and build the capacity of resource users and managers to care for their country 
(Australian Government, 2002).   
In 2008, following a change in the Australian Government, the NHT program 
was replaced by Caring for Our Country Program. The goal of the Caring for Our 
Country initiative is to build “an environment that is healthy, better protected, well 
managed and resilient, and provides essential ecosystem services in a changing 
climate” by offering funding in six national priority areas (Australian Government, 
2008a):  
•  a national reserve system;  
•  biodiversity and natural icons;  
•  coastal environments and critical aquatic habitats;  
•  sustainable farm practices;  
•  natural resource management in remote and northern Australia; and  
•  community skills, knowledge and engagement.  
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Therefore, the Caring for Our Country initiative broadened the emphasis on 
engagement to include community knowledge and skills as one of the major 
investment themes, and the expected five-year outcomes for this priority area have 
been specified as follows (Australian Government, 2008a, p39):  
-  Improve the access to knowledge and skills of urban and regional communities 
in managing natural resources sustainably and helping protect the environment.  
-    Increase the engagement and participation rates of urban and regional 
communities in activities to manage natural resources and to help protect the 
environment.  
-   Position all regional natural resource management organisations to deliver best-
practice landscape conservation and sustainable land use planning to 
communities and land managers within their regions.  
-   Ensure the continued use, support, and reinvigoration of traditional ecological 
knowledge to underpin biodiversity conservation. 
Thus, “the development of community skills, knowledge and engagement” 
national priority area includes not only enhancement of engagement but also explicit 
acknowledgment of the role of local knowledge.  The need for capacity building is 
recognised both at the level of communities as well as natural resource management 
organisations.  Thus, enhancing knowledge and skills and increased engagement 
and participation are expected to deliver best-practice landscape conservation and 
sustainable land use practices and to ensure continued support for biodiversity 
conservation.  
Furthermore, in order to track progress toward priority outcome areas 
(including community engagement), a set of guidelines for monitoring, evaluating, 
16 S. Larson and L. Brake 
reporting and improvement (MERI) has been developed.  The key questions that 
MERI process aims to answer have been defined as (Australian Government, 
2008b): 
1.  To what extent is the initiative making progress towards its stated five-year 
outcomes? 
2.  What are we learning whilst working towards those five-year outcomes? 
3.  How will we use and respond to what we learn, to help us achieve the five-year 
outcomes?  
The MERI framework proposes that groups monitor their progress towards 
achieving planned goals to learn from their activities and continuously adapt to 
changes in the operating environment.  Applications for funding must fit a detailed 
program logic framework (MERI) to identify and measure outcomes and provide 
feedback during the life of the program.  An expectation for monitoring for learning 
and adaptation has been built into the MERI framework.  
Caring for Our Country also changed the funding and administrative 
relationship between the Australian and state (territory) governments that existed 
under NHT.  It is an Australian Government program with specific national priority 
targets, but still recognises the need to work cooperatively with states and territories 
to achieve its aims.  It broadens the NRM regional service delivery model beyond the 
NRM regional groups developed under NHT by encouraging grant applications from 
any groups with the capacity to achieve the desired outcomes under the national 
priority themes.  Changes to the funding and administrative arrangements appear to 
be part of the Government’s emphasis on accountability to ensure that specified 
outputs and outcomes are achieved within the investment cycle.  
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PROVISION FOR ENGAGEMENT IN NRM IN THE LAKE EYRE BASIN   
Overview of the Institutional Arrangements for NRM  
The management of land and water within the Lake Eyre Basin (LEB) has a long and 
rich history (Yelland and Brake, 2004).  By the end of the 1980s, Landcare groups 
and activities had been established throughout the catchments.  Two significant 
community processes began in the mid 1990s in the region.  A proposal, made in 
1994, to list some of the South Australian parts of the Lake Eyre Basin for World 
Heritage status, triggered considerable debate across whole Basin (DCQ, 2004a).  
Consequently, the Lake Eyre Catchment Protection Group was founded in 1994 with 
membership principally from the channel country in Queensland and the far north of 
South Australia.  The following year, another proposal was put forward – this time to 
develop a large-scale cotton irrigation project on Cooper Creek at Currareva, near 
Windorah.  Sustained opposition to the project was mounted by the Cooper Creek 
Protection Group and the Barcoo Shire Council (DCQ, 2004a).  The process was a 
major driver for cooperative engagement between community interests and the 
Queensland Government that resulted in the creation of the Water Resource 
(Cooper Creek) Plan 2000 which severely restricted significant irrigation 
development in the catchment.  This water management planning process, triggered 
by the irrigation application, was the precursor to a significant community 
engagement process that led to the definition and recognition of the Lake Eyre Basin 
as a water catchment entity of national and international significance.  
The Lake Eyre Basin Steering Group, representing a wide range of 
stakeholders, came together in 1995 to consider options for community-based 
management of the natural resources of the Lake Eyre Basin (LEB).  Catchment 
committees made up of water users and other interests were also established in the 
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Cooper and Georgina/Diamantina catchments.  These committees were very 
successful in raising awareness about the importance of flow regimes in desert rivers 
and issues surrounding water use in the catchments.    
With the support of the community and governments, the momentum for 
better coordinated management of the Lake Eyre Basin Rivers and related resources 
grew.  This resulted in the negotiation and development of the Lake Eyre Basin 
Intergovernmental Agreement which was signed in October 2000 between the 
Commonwealth of Australia and States of Queensland and South Australia 
(Commonwealth of Australia, State of Queensland and State of South Australia, 
2000), with the Northern Territory joining in June 2004.  The Agreement provided for 
the establishment of the LEB Ministerial Forum, to be advised by a Scientific 
Advisory Panel (SAP) and Community Advisory Committee (CAC).  The Cooper’s 
Creek and Georgina/Diamantina Catchment Committees were sustained and 
incorporated in the structure established under the Ministerial Forum.  Both 
Catchment Committees developed individual catchment strategic plans.   
This institutional arrangement did not find a comfortable fit under the 
arrangements for NHT2.  As part of the administrative changes introduced in NHT2, 
federal and state governments established new state-based NRM bodies (DCQ, 
2004a).  The new bilateral agreements, based on Section 19 of the Natural Heritage 
Trust of Australia Act 1997, were established between the Australian Government 
and State Governments.  The new arrangements created a framework under which 
the parties would cooperate and defined institutional reforms and delivery 
mechanisms for the new Act.  The Agreements were signed with South Australia, 
Northern Territory and New South Wales in 2003 and Queensland in 2004.  The LEB 
region was consequently organised into four state-based bodies responsible for 
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planning and implementation of sustainable management of natural resources in the 
region: Desert Channels Qld Inc. in Queensland (DCQ); Northern Territory Natural 
Resources Management Board (NRMNT) in the Northern Territory; South Australian 
Arid Lands Natural Resources Management Board (SAAL NRM) in South Australian; 
and  Western Catchment Management Authority (WCMA) in New South Wales 
(Figure 1).  As a result, transboundary Catchment Committees created through 
grassroots activism in the 1990s were subsumed under the newly created NRM 
bodies, while the LEB Ministerial Forum continued to operate under the auspice of 
Lake Eyre Basin Intergovernmental Agreement.  
FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE 
Key characteristics of the current natural resources management 
arrangements across the states and territory having an interest in the Lake Eyre 
Basin are presented in Table 1 and discussed here.  
Natural resource management in both South Australia and New South Wales 
is based on respective legislations enacted in each state (Government of New South 
Wales, 2004; Government of South Australia, 2004).  This means that the NRM 
boards in South Australia and the Catchment Management Authorities (CMAs) in 
New South Wales are statutory bodies that share legal responsibility for NRM with 
their respective State Minister.  Furthermore, NRM legislations in South Australia 
and New South Wales give these NRM Boards powers to directly collect funds via 
levies (Table 1). 
TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE 
By contrast, neither Queensland nor the Northern Territory has defined a 
statutory role legislation that governs NRM for regional bodies.  Therefore, 
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responsibility for NRM regulation in both Queensland and the Northern Territory 
remains with government departments.  The Terms of Reference for regional bodies 
rests solely with the Joint Steering Committee, a body comprising representatives of 
both state and Commonwealth governments (Bilateral Agreement, 2004; Bilateral 
Agreement, 2003).  This means that NRM boards in Queensland and Northern 
Territory have neither statutory powers to implement policy, nor power to collect 
levies.  They depend on resources released to them from state and Commonwealth 
budgets or funds that they can raise from activities defined within their terms of 
reference.  
In all jurisdictions of the Lake Eyre Basin, regional groups are required to work 
within frameworks defined by governments whether it is through legislation or the 
control of resources and terms of reference defined by administrating agencies.    
It would be of interest for further research to explore the implications of the 
differences in institutional arrangements among the states/territory discussed above, 
in order to explore if differences in arrangements such as legislative position and 
responsibility and the ability to directly collect funds, are likely to produce differing 
outcomes for NRM Boards concerned.    
Engagement and Capacity Building Commitments  
At the national level, an overarching priority related to community engagement and 
capacity building has been incorporated in each of the national programs, from 
NHT1 to the current Caring for Our Country.  Beginning with the decade of Landcare, 
the political rhetoric surrounding NRM has continued to emphasise community 
engagement and empowerment as an integral part of NRM, with the “development of 
community skills, knowledge and engagement” being one of the national priority 
areas of the Caring for Our Country program (Australian Government, 2008a).   
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At the regional level, each NRM region has developed their specific engagement 
strategies and their own specific objectives for engagement.  For example, the 
Desert Channels Queensland (DCQ, 2004b) Plan identifies ineffective leadership 
and engagement with the community; inadequate planning; and lack of information 
and skills as some of the potential threats to the region, while the Northern Territory 
strategy concentrates mainly on NRM data and provision of relevant information to 
the communities (NTG, LCNT and NHT, 2005).  Remoteness and consequently 
greater costs of engaging communities is also discussed as one of the main threats 
to the regional engagement strategy in NT.  The South Australian Arid Land (SAAL) 
NRM Board lists creating mechanisms to build community awareness, and 
understanding and capacity to improve the management of natural resources as one 
of its major functions (Government of South Australia, 2006).  The Western 
Catchment Management Authority (WCMA) of New South Wales, on the other hand, 
sees itself as a “funding broker”, as most of their engagement targets are in the area 
of assistance with funding and provision of technical expertise for development of 
projects/funding applications, to promote community involvement in NRM projects 
(WMCA, 2006).  
Thus, commitment to community engagement and capacity building has a 
prominent role in formal planning at both national and regional level as a result of 
priorities set since the inception of NRM planning processes in Australia.  An 
expectation for monitoring for learning and adaptation has been built into the MERI 
framework which is integral to the latest investment framework.  The question then 
becomes how does this planning translate into administrative support for monitoring, 
evaluation, adaptation and on-ground action?  What do they learn from their 
experiences and how well do they adapt as a result.  The following section discusses 
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issues that, based on the literature and the current NRM arrangements, appear 
pertinent to the unfolding processes in the Lake Eyre Basin region.   
CONCLUSIONS 
The last few decades have brought significant changes to the thinking about and 
management of nature and natural values in Australia.  The interface between 
government and communities and individuals in relation to natural resources in 
Australia is currently provided via institutions that can be referred to as “interface 
agencies” or “interface groups”.  The history of such groups, although relatively 
short, has nonetheless been rather varied and dynamic.  
Interface groups are charged, amongst other things, with engaging the 
community to help plan and inform policy as well as implement government policies 
and programs.  Development of government programs does not necessarily result in 
spontaneous and sustained engagement of resource users.  Interface groups are not 
only expected to initiate community engagement, but to sustain that engagement 
until outcomes are achieved.  Therefore, one must consider not only factors that 
affect engagement but those that affect community disengagement as well.   
Some of the points relevant to the future of these interface groups were 
presented in previous sections.  Several issues discussed in the literature appear 
particularly relevant to engagement in remote areas.  All four current legislative NRM 
regions of the Lake Eyre Basin share similar biophysical, ecological and social 
characteristics (Herr et al., 2009), compared to other regions of Australia.  Thus, the 
following issues of the NRM engagement are proposed as particularly pertinent in 
the case of the Lake Eyre Basin:  
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•  No single “right” scale for NRM management exists: collaboration between 
regional and local, as well as regional and key state and national (both 
government and commercial) interests is needed.  Although current catchment-
based NRM arrangement in Australia do indeed provide a platform for multi-
actor multi-agency dialogues, they are state based and thus cease at the 
catchment state boundary. This is an important consideration for transboundary 
catchments such as those in the Lake Eyre Basin, and thus continuation of the 
arrangements under the Lake Eyre Basin Intergovernmental Agreement, in 
particular continuation of the operation of LEB Ministerial Forum, might provide 
an important dialogue platform for the future. “Horizontal” coordination between 
and among NRM bodies, especially across jurisdictional boundaries, is also 
needed.  
•  The devolution of responsibilities needs to be concurrent with the devolution of 
rights and resources.  Although this issue is pertinent to any natural resources 
management process, it is potentially even more significant in remote regions 
where the scale and scope or NRM often far exceeds the human, financial and 
other critical resources allocated.   
•  The “stakeholders” concept needs to be expanded beyond “landholders” to 
include all those with an interest in regional resources, government and non-
government. Greater involvement of other segments of local community, 
communities of practice, indigenous stakeholders, commercial enterprises and 
others with interest in the region should be encouraged.  
•  Development of capacity of both agencies and communities, to enable effective 
engagement in NRM process is essential, yet complex and expensive.  The 
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•  Tension between local knowledge and scientific knowledge needs to be 
resolved: Better linkage of local knowledge and science with policy-making 
would not only aid in the development of more acceptable policy actions but 
also the capacity and propensity of communities to engage.  
•  Availability of data on cultural, social and ecological values people place on 
natural resources in remote regions that they have an interest in is limited: 
Efforts of NRM bodies are experiments in ecological interventions; therefore, 
they need to incorporate cultural, social and ecological values of local people as 
well as carefully and continuously monitor and record activities and investments 
so they can learn to improve and adapt to changing circumstances and 
conditions.  
•  The vital role of volunteers in regional NRM needs to be recognised and 
supported.  The role of “champions”, understanding their expectations and ways 
of recruiting and maintaining their interest, warrants further investigation.   
Potential impacts of “economisation of the nature”, that is increasing reliance on 
the provision of financial incentives to encourage engagement in NRM, on the 
motivations of the volunteers, should not be underestimated and warrant further 
research.   
•  Retention of significant powers and decision making by administrative 
committees and/or Ministers may undermine stakeholder rights in the NRM 
process.  More importantly, stakeholders’ perceptions of retention of power 
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The focus in government NRM delivery programs has shifted from an 
extension driven capacity building model prominent in early Landcare to an 
outcomes focused model in such programs as Caring for Our Country.  Current 
initiatives are built around a program-logic business model focused on achieving the 
best on-ground outcomes for the dollars invested.  Even though community 
engagement has remained an integral part of regional NRM delivery, the shift in 
focus may make successful engagement more difficult and less likely to be sustained 
unless the process of successful engagement is adequately resourced and 
continuously adapted.  Successful community engagement is a deliberate and 
involved process that requires skilful staff, sustained investment, monitoring and 
adaptation.   
In addition, we propose that several issues discussed in this paper as relevant 
for Lake Eyre Basin might also be relevant for other, similar remote regions.   
Interface organisations need understanding and capacity to utilise their investments 
and program activities to learn about how to improve and adapt to meet the 
challenges of their operating environment.  Future research into the viability and 
functionality of interface agencies, focusing on the complexities and support required 
for effective community engagement in other remote regions, such as Australian 
tropical north, is warranted.  
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Table 1.  Cross comparison of the state (territory) NRM arrangements relevant to 
Lake Eyre Basin   
 
South Australia  New South Wales  Queensland  Northern Territory 
Legislation at state level  
Yes  
(Natural Resources 
Management Act 2004) 
Yes  
(Catchment Management 
Authorities Act 2003 and 
Natural Resources 
Commission Act 2003 ) 
 None  None  
Legislative responsibility   
Minister →                
NRM Boards 
Minister →                
NRM Boards  
Minister and the Joint 
Steering Committee 
Minister and the Joint 
Steering Committee 
Funding 
Natural Heritage Trust; 
State Treasury;        NRM 
Levies. 




Natural Heritage Trust, 
State Government.   
Natural Heritage Trust, 
NT Government.   
  